Introduction
There are substantial interests at stake in the gambling industry, which is why all kinds of arguments are put forward to support various points of view.
1 Attempts are made, for example, to defend certain views or interests. The positive or negative impact of gambling is at the heart of this debate. The question must, however, be asked whether there is a sufficient academic basis to make firm statements about the pros and cons of gambling. Traditionally, Europe produces relatively few academic gambling studies in general, and studies on the impact of gambling in particular. This lack of academic research naturally fuels scepticism with regard to categorical statements about the positive or negative impact of gambling. Our aim here will therefore be to look more closely at the method of cost-benefit analysis in the assessment of casino projects.
In Section 2 we shall outline the social background to the casino debate and discuss the advantages and disadvantages. The sparse European research on the impact of opening a casino means that arguments relying on assertions concerning this impact are not well-founded. Cost-benefit analysis is the most common method of weighing up the advantages and disadvantages of gambling.
In Section 3 we shall explain the three main methodological aspects of the cost-benefit analysis. The foremost question here is which costs and benefits must be included in the analysis. We then address the problem of identifying cause and effect. And finally we consider how the impact of certain policy measures can be measured.
Section 4 focuses on the case of Maastricht. This Dutch city is keen to join forces with the US operator Harrah's to build an integrated casino resort. On the basis of a cost-benefit analysis, the Maastricht-based economists Soete & ter Weel have expressed a negative opinion on this plan. Their research leaves much to be desired, however. Partly for this reason, the Maastricht case is ideal for illustrating the problems of this method.
In Section 5 a number of lessons are learnt from the literature and recommendations are made for further research.
The Method of Cost-Benefit Analysis in the Assessment of Casino Projects
The gambling debate spans a large number of social fields and social phenomena. More specifically, on the subject of casino projects, statements are readily made about the negative and positive impact on a city or region of opening a casino. The first point to be discussed below is therefore the levity of this discussion. We then examine the method of cost-benefit analysis, which is often used to identify the advantages and disadvantages of a casino. Lastly, we point out the relative lack of European academic studies on the costs and benefits of casinos, which means that in Europe arguments are often ill-founded.
The Advantages versus the Disadvantages of Opening a Casino
In Europe, as in the rest of the world, many assertions are made about gambling.
Often it boils down to a debate between proponents and opponents. Proponents point out the advantages, while opponents highlight the disadvantages. Assumptions are made regarding the impact of gambling on such areas as public health (addiction, protection of minors), public safety (nuisance, gambling-related crime, fraud, money laundering), public finance (taxes) and the whole economic system (consumer spending and business profits). Gambling is also linked with charity, suicide, bankruptcy, family welfare, etc., indicating that the interests at stake are highly diverse. This diversity and complexity make it difficult to ensure an objective debate. At the moment there is no free market for gambling in Europe, or for casinos either. Up to now the Member States of the European Union have had more or less full discretion to regulate the gambling market themselves. Most countries use this freedom of action to limit the gambling opportunities available. Littler talks about the "margin of discretion" in relation to the extent to which the Member States can limit the opportunities.
2 Some countries (e.g. the Netherlands)
